MINISTERS AT WORK

in Cabinets before I had the honour of serving, that whenever the
question of private interest comes in the Minister always makes a
declaration to that effect, and sometimes does not take part in the
discussion, or, if he does, it is with the full knowledge of all his col-
leagues.'1 No alteration was made in the rule, though it was stated
during the course of the debate that the then Minister of Health held
large blocks of shares in two companies which had numerous Govern-
ment contracts.2 The rule was temporarily relaxed in the first National
Government of 1931, since it was a stop-gap Government which would
be reconstructed at the general election. The ministers retained their
directorships but did not take fees.3 The rule was reaffirmed in 1935-4
In 1939, however, Mr Neville Chamberlain qualified the exception
relating to private companies. After quoting Sir Henry Campbell-
Bannerman's ruling in 1906, he said:5

At the time when this rule was announced the term 'private company'
had no statutory significance and was used probably to cover companies
dealing wholly or mainly with family interests. Since then the term has
received a statutory definition which covers a very wide field, and examples
of existing private companies submitted by [Mr Pritt, K.C.J show that such
companies may control very large amounts of capital while their shares may
be in turn controlled by public companies engaged in the widest possible
range of activities. In these circumstances it is clear that if the term * private
companies' in Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman's ruling were to'be inter-
preted in the statutory sense it would travel far beyond tine intentions of the
original framers of the rule. Accordingly after consultation with my col-
leagues, I propose to interpret the term in future as applying only to concerns
dealing wholly or mainly with family affairs or interests and not primarily
engaged in trading.

Since this is not a rigid definition, the Prime Minister of the day must be
the final judge of whether any particular directorship held by a colleague
came within the rule or not and ministers will therefore doubtless submit to
his consideration any case about which there might be a doubt. This applies
to honorary directorships as well as to directorships of public companies.

1 198 H.C.Deb. 5 s., 93.

* See the debate, ibid. 85-159. The minister was Mr Neville Chamberlain.

3  256 H.C.Deb. 5 s., 391-514, 543-664.

4  307 H.C.Deb. 5 s., 727 0935)-

5  350 H.C.Deb. 5 s., 1937 (31 July 1939).
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